INTRODUCTION
The European Social Model. The European social model, characteristic of most Western European societies since the early 1960s, confers on its citizens a wide-ranging set of political, civil and social rights, anchored in national and supra-state legal systems and procedures. Through a set of social security and taxation programmes designed for the purpose of income redistribution and poverty alleviation, the regulation of the labour market and the presence of a network of social services, the vast majority of the Western European population has been traditionally protected and enjoys a high level of security about their future. European governance has been traditionally understood as a process whereby different groups and sectors of the population have the capacity to organize and be represented in the public sphere and are granted claims and entitlements against the state and public resources. The state takes an interventionist stance on the economy, acting either on its own or in association with 'the social partners', seeking to exert control of the market, setting standards for wages and working conditions, and making arrangements for the redistribution of income, opportunities and life chances. As a consequence, the European Social Model has been able to guarantee high levels of social integration and stability, while avoiding economic polarization, for the majority of its population. Despite these achievements, within the last decade the European Social Model has been faced with a number of challenges.
Recent Socio-Economic Trends in the European Context.
Harmonization of macro-economic policies in EU countries and prospective EU member states has produced increasing fiscal pressures on governments to reduce social security spending and limit public services.
The ageing of the European population is affecting the proportion of active participants in the labor force in relation to those dependent on social insurance mechanisms (particularly pension schemes). Health care systems are under pressure from escalating health care costs and their duty to provide the whole population with access to quality health care. Recent globalization trends and EU-integration processes are strongly influencing population flows into and within Europe, impacting on the legal, social, cultural and economic fabric of nation states and their international relationships throughout the European continent and beyond. Eastern European countries in transition currently face challenges with the privatization of their economies and the provision of social services.
Children and young people, the elderly, the unemployed and lone parent families have a particularly high risk of poverty. Ageing is increasingly becoming one of the most salient social, economic and demographic phenomena of our times. In Europe, as in other continents of the world, the problem will be acute. It is estimated that by 2050, the number of people over 60 in Europe will have doubled to 40% of the total population or 60% of the working age population. The implications for this dramatic demographic shift -and the need to match this change in public policy -are manifold.
Income inequality remains a widespread phenomenon even among some of our most prosperous societies. The latest information available concerning the European Union suggests that the bottom (poorest) 20% of the population received only 8% of total income in 1998, while the top (richest) 20% received 39% of total income, i.e. 5.4 times as much. Before social transfers, 26% of the EU population would have been living below the poverty line in 1998. After social transfers, 18% of the population was actually living below the poverty line in 1998. If this is the scenario among EU countries, income inequalities associated with extreme poverty are much more dramatic in Central, Eastern and South Eastern Europe, where wealthy minorities enjoy high standards of living whilst the majority of the population live in poverty without access to decent levels of basic resources. The poverty rate is between 40% and 75% in some of the CIS countries. As a result of globalization and EU-integration processes, the risk is that the "iron curtain" separating Western and Eastern Europe during the Cold War be now replaced by an equally (if not more) resistant "poverty curtain" on the new border of the enlarged European Union.
Social Exclusion, Social Insecurity and the Risk of Social Fragmentation.
There is evidence that a significant sub-section of the population cannot benefit from the general economic prosperity. Phenomena of social exclusion --loosing one's place in society and the ability to fully enjoy civic, political and social rights--are on the rise in Europe. The growing insecurity of a part of the population in terms of access to a decent job, income, housing, health service and education or the feeling of insecurity, which affects an even larger part of the population, are creating the threat of a two-speed society, in which significant sections of the population are consigned to living in poverty and social exclusion.
A sense of social insecurity is spreading across Europe. Present-day Europeans are aware that their future welfare is becoming more uncertain. Social and crime problems in run-down areas of cities may make people feel less secure in their daily lives. Others again see growing multiculturalism as a threat to traditional identities. At the same time, new risks of poverty and exclusion are emerging, such as inadequate access to new information and communication technologies or to privatized utilities. Under the current scenario of rapid economic and social change, the risk of social fragmentation is high; clear are the challenges to democracy and social stability.
The European approach now faces a series of questions and strains. The challenge for Europe in the twenty-first century is to find ways of adapting these social policy achievements to changing needs and changing circumstances without losing their essential character. These trends and several other elements have come together in recent years leading to the decision by the Council of Europe commit itself to a strategy for social cohesion.
THE COUNCIL OF EUROPE'S STRATEGY FOR SOCIAL COHESION
The Council of Europe: a commitment to human rights, democracy and the rule of law. As a vehicle for international cooperation on social cohesion, the Council of Europe offers its unique situation as a pan-European forum bringing together forty-five States united by their commitment to a Europe based on pluralist democracy, respect for human rights and the rule of law. The Council of Europe is the oldest European intergovernmental organization, and the one with the widest membership. We now cover practically the whole of geographical Europe. That includes all but one all of the countries of the former Soviet Union. The fact that Russia is a member State means that China is now one of our immediate neighbors! Through fifty years of intergovernmental cooperation, the Council of Europe has established European norms for social rights and built up a wealth of accumulated experience through the supervisory mechanisms of its legal instruments as well as in the form of Recommendations and reports. Its various committees and working parties make it a forum for exchange of ideas and experience across the whole European continent. Increasingly, moreover, through its cooperation programmes, the Council of Europe assists its member States in putting the Organization's standards into practice in their specific national situations. Its many and varied means of action give it the potential to exert a considerable influence on social development across the European continent.
Towards a Strategy for Social Cohesion: The Human Dignity and Social Exclusion Project (1994-1998).
The Human Dignity and Social Exclusion Project (HDSE Project), a pan-European initiative launched by the Council of Europe in 1994 and completed in 1998, conducted the analysis of the status of poverty and social exclusion in Europe and submitted proposals of actions, validated by the Final Conference of the Project which took place in Helsinki on 18-20 May 1998. The project proposed to tackle five major themes: health, housing, employment, social protection and education. It focused mostly on producing "alarm indicators" that record reductions in freedoms and rights, increases in unemployment, violence and conflicts, worsening of social and health care services, etc. -mapping out the presence of social exclusion. The goal was to present a series of corrective intervention measures in these fields aimed at integrating the excluded into the labor market and social society as a whole.
The Council of Europe Second Summit of Heads of State and Governments: committing to a Strategy for Social Cohesion (1998-2002).
Through this work the Council of Europe realized that it is necessary for the member States not only to find ways of dealing with the problems of those who find themselves excluded from society, but also, more ambitiously, to see how to build more cohesive societies in which the risks of social exclusion will be minimized.
Social cohesion therefore concerns society as a whole and all its members, and not only those who find themselves marginalized. Moving from a "negative-based approach" to a "positive-based approach" is a crucial step for the active development of social cohesion. This is not a question of making sure that no one is excluded or unemployed but that society as a whole has the ability to provide all its members with access to a reasonable or even good quality of life. Accordingly, the central issue is to give the appropriate form and substance to aspirations for a life of quality.
The Council of Europe decided to review its approach and develop a strategy for social cohesion rather than a strategy for combating social exclusion. Heads of State and Government of the member States of the Council of Europe, meeting in October 1997 for the Organization's Second Summit, identified social cohesion as "one of the foremost needs of the wider Europe and … an essential complement to the promotion of human rights and dignity" (Final Declaration). They went on to instruct the Committee of Ministers "to define a social strategy to respond to the challenges in society and to carry out the appropriate structural reforms within the Council of Europe". The first step taken by the Committee of Ministers was to set up a new intergovernmental steering committee, the European Committee for Social Cohesion (CDCS), bringing together several formerly separate areas of work. The Committee's terms of reference state that "the first task of the Committee will be to prepare a strategy for the development of social cohesion activities within the Council of Europe for consideration by the Committee of Ministers"; it is further indicated that this strategy should contain "a programme of work for the medium term".
The Revised Strategy for Social Cohesion (2003).
Building on the first five years work of the CDCS, the Committee of Ministers has now adopted a more comprehensive definition of social cohesion and upgraded strategy to guide the Council of Europe's social cohesion work during the next few years. The Revised Social Cohesion Strategy put forward by the Council of Europe in 2003 is one that, based on the rule of law, democracy, and human rights, provides the most elements for understanding and confronting the changes in our societies while safeguarding their fundamental principles.
DEFINING SOCIAL COHESION
Three types of definition 1 . Cohesion is an ideal towards which societies have to strive continually. It is a goal to which they aspire, but never fully achieve. This makes precise definition elusive. Nonetheless, in devising a strategy for social cohesion, it is essential to try and clarify the terminology used. In its original etymological sense, cohesion means the property of a group all of whose parts are closely united. Just as in the physical world a body's cohesion results from the links between its elementary parts, the molecules, social cohesion results from links between individuals and bodies. Cohesion is the opposite of disintegration or division: links and unity are its defining components. For our purposes, we will focus on three types of definitions found in the literature on social cohesion. We will then propose a fourth definition, as developed by the Council of Europe. a) Social Cohesion as "shared values and a sense of belonging": The notion that shared values and a sense of belonging are the basis of social cohesion originated with the sociologist Emile Durkheim, who was the first to use the term, which he considered to be "the interdependence between the members of the society, shared loyalties and solidarity" (Jenson, 1998b , quoted by Regina BergerSchmidt). According to a specialist dictionary, social cohesion is considered to be "The degree to which participants in social systems feel committed to the system and the well-being of other participants."
2 Most recent definitions focus on shared values and a sense of belonging to the same community. According to the Social Cohesion Network, "Social cohesion is the ongoing process of developing a community of shared values, shared challenges and equal opportunity based on a sense of hope, trust and reciprocity" (Stanley, 2001 3 ); These concepts also appear in official definitions adopted by governments: The French Government's national planning commission (1997) considers that social cohesion comprises "all the social processes which help individuals to feel they belong to the same community and are identified as belonging to that community." (Jenson, 1998,5 4 ); b) Social Cohesion as "the commitment and ability to work together": Another form of definition is concerned with the conduct and commitment of members of a community vis-à-vis others and their ability to work together. For example: "Social cohesion is a state of affairs in which a group of people (delineated by a geographical region, like a country) demonstrates an aptitude for collaboration that produces a climate for change." (Ritzen et al, 2000 5 ). Certain public bodies have adopted similar definitions. For example, according to the Canadian Senate "Social cohesion is defined as the capacity of citizens living under different social or economic circumstances to live together in harmony, with a sense of mutual commitment." (Dragojević, 2001 6 ) c) Social Cohesion as "the promotion of social bonds and relationships": The third type of definition emphasizes social bonds and relationships, thus drawing on the term's etymological sense. For example: "[Social cohesion is]… the promotion of stable, co-operative and sustainable communities" (Matarasso & Shell, 1998 7 ); The World Bank, which treats social capital and social cohesion as synonyms, adopts a functional definition: "Social capital refers to the institutions, relationships, and norms that shape the quality and quantity of a society's social interactions.
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The Council of Europe's definition of Social Cohesion.
In existing formulations the definition of social cohesion is generally based on a necessary condition, such as shared values and objectives, the sense of belonging to the same community or interpersonal commitment, or on the expected outcome of social cohesion, such as the ability to work together, stable, co-operative and lasting communities or social interaction. Similarly, etymological definitions emphasizing links only focus on a particular aspect of social cohesion. We will adopt a functional definition rather than a descriptive one, highlighting four aspects of individual and collective well-being that are fostered by social cohesion: equity, individual and collective dignity, autonomy and participation.
"Social cohesion is the capacity of a society to ensure the welfare of all its members, minimizing disparities and avoiding polarization. A cohesive society is a mutually supportive community of free individuals pursuing these common goals by democratic means".
THE DETERMINANTS OF SOCIAL COHESION
Adopting the Council of Europe's definition of social cohesion means adopting the promotion of a society where human dignity, equity, pluralism, sustainability and responsibility are the fundamental determinants of social life. In this framework, the Council of Europe believes that the state and the economic sector have both a fundamental role to play in ensuring the social cohesion of society, as well as civil society and the community as a whole. Therefore, we have identified four major determinants of social cohesion for any given society.
Guaranteeing the Essential Role of the State through Legislative and Policy Instruments.
At a time when the proper role of the State is the subject of much debate, it is necessary to clarify and reaffirm the essential responsibilities of government in the area of social policy. In the first place, the State acts as guarantor of human rights (including social rights) and participatory democracy. Rights provide the firmest foundation for social policy. Rights put all members of society on an equal footing. With a basis in human rights, the action of the State in the social policy field is no longer a matter of charity or welfare directed at the less fortunate members of society; it is a question of guaranteeing rights that are the same for all. Welfare implies not only equity and nondiscrimination in access to human rights but also: -the dignity of each person and the recognition of their abilities and their contribution to society, fully respecting the diversity of cultures, opinions and religious beliefs; -the freedom of each individual to pursue their personal development throughout their life; -the possibility for each person to participate actively as a full member of society.
Equality between women and men is also a fundamental commitment that is highly relevant to a social cohesion strategy.
Secondly, the State restores a sufficient degree of equity in the distribution of wealth through mechanisms of solidarity such as redistributive taxation and social security. Social security systems, indeed, are one of the most powerful institutional expressions of social solidarity. A strategy for social cohesion must therefore have as a main aim the strengthening of sustainable social security systems, especially at a time when many questions are posed about their future development and financing.
Thirdly, the State acts to protect vulnerable groups at risk of social exclusion. Social protection systems therefore provide not only social security, which is designed to protect all members of society against life's risks, but also social assistance and social services for those in particular need.
Although these responsibilities of the State remain essential, the manner in which the State fulfils them is changing. In many countries there is a tendency to bring social services closer to the people by devolving responsibility to regional and local authorities. In addition to this, governments increasingly find that the best way of facilitating access to social rights is by working in partnership with civil society in order to achieve shared goals of social cohesion. The well-established tradition of dialogue with the social partners needs to be maintained and adapted to changing circumstances. A newer development is the growing partnership between government and non-governmental organizations in dealing with social problems. In identifying and meeting new social needs, NGO's can often play a valuable complementary role alongside official bodies in ensuring access to social rights for the more vulnerable members of society.
Social cohesion cannot rest content with ad hoc policies designed to deal with crises or emergencies, but must be the focus of a new commitment by member States in the social field. Good governance is recognized increasingly as one of the pre-conditions for social and economic progress. The fight against corruption is of particular importance in this context.
Integrating the Social Dimension into Economic Life.
Sound macro-economic policies are of crucial importance in establishing stable conditions for growth. They cannot, however, be directed solely by market mechanisms without risking damaging social consequences. Market economies, like any other economic system, produce inequalities in wealth and social status and at present we see a growth of such inequalities in many European countries. Such disparities will be tolerated as long as people feel that they have equality of opportunity to improve their situation.
Particularly since the Johannesburg Summit, it has been increasingly recognized that sustainable economic development depends on sustainable social development as well as a sustainable environment. For these reasons, economic policy and social policy need to be brought into a much closer relationship with one another than has been customary.
The right to work is a fundamental right and a key element of citizenship. Access to decent and adequately remunerated employment is probably the most important single factor in combating poverty and exclusion. This is why social protection systems now try to assist as many people as possible to move from a situation of passive welfare dependence to active participation in the economy. In a knowledge-based economy, investment in human resources is one of the most crucial areas of investment for future economic growth.
The social responsibility of economic actors is emerging as a crucial question for post-industrial societies. There is growing interest in the question of the social responsibility of business and numerous instruments are being developed to put this responsibility into practice. Private actors, business and corporation have now an economic weight and a capacity to mobilize resources and transfer technologies that largely outshine that of international institutions, and they can have an enormous impact on development processes. It is crucial that their action be embedded in a system of rules and in a greater ethos of responsibility for the consequences of their undertakings, contributing to the well-being of society as a whole and not just of a privileged minority. It is important to develop ways of measuring the impact of economic activity on social cohesion as well as legal and financial mechanisms for recognizing and encouraging such contributions (e.g. certification, tax advantages).
We are also beginning to see a concern on the part of individuals to develop new forms of economic action capable of contributing to social cohesion. People are using the means of action that are open to them as individuals such as their power as consumers and the way in which they use their savings. In all this, the challenge is to find ways of ensuring that the market economy contributes to social cohesion and does not function so as to exclude those who are least attractive as consumers. This is a vital issue at a time when more and more areas of life, including in some cases utilities formerly provided as public services, are governed by market mechanisms.
The Family, the Community and Civil Society as the Fabric of Social Cohesion.
Human beings find their fulfillment above all in relationship with others. A social cohesion strategy, while fully respecting the autonomy of the private sphere and of civil society, must therefore seek to be supportive of families and other networks and relationships which bring individuals together into wider circles of solidarity.
Families are the place where social cohesion is first experienced and learnt. They play a crucial part in preparing children for life in society. They are often called upon to support elderly people as they become more dependent. They are also the place of last-resort social protection in time of need.
Changes in values and behavior are resulting in a much greater variety of family patterns than in the past, but this does not in any way detract from the social role of families, which remains as fundamental as ever. In a complex and changing society, it is necessary to support families in fulfilling their functions. In particular, parents need help in counteracting harmful social and market pressures, in reconciling the demands of work and family life and in adapting to a situation in which children are seen as bearers of their own rights as individuals.
Society has a special responsibility towards those who, for one reason or another, cannot count on the support and protection of a family or other social network. The rights and dignity of children or elderly people in need of care have to be the subject of special attention. Traditional care institutions play a diminishing role and it is important to develop alternative means of care wherever possible.
Individuals participate in many other networks and institutions that help to knit society together. A variety of civil society bodies, including churches, political parties and trades unions, are also important factors of social cohesion, although in most countries each of these has seen some loss in membership and influence, a reflection perhaps of a society that gives more importance to individual freedom than to collective belonging. On the other hand, non-governmental organizations and voluntary bodies of all kinds are flourishing and everywhere becoming indispensable partners of government in building social cohesion. Charitable, sports and cultural associations, together with organizations for children and young people, play a particularly important part in building social cohesion. It is bodies of these kinds that often make suitable partners for government-sponsored programmes to build social cohesion. Non-governmental organizations need to be recognized in law and provided with support in order to help them play a more active part in strengthening social cohesion.
Promoting values of diversity, pluralism and solidarity.
A strategy for social cohesion must first identify the factors of division within society and then design or facilitate mechanisms, processes and institutions that prevent them from becoming so acute as to endanger social peace. Diversity is not in itself divisive. European societies have been learning, albeit rather hesitantly, to see ethnic, religious, cultural and ideological pluralism not as an obstacle to social cohesion but as a source of wealth, dynamism, adaptability and strength. The question is how to manage diversity so that it becomes a source of mutual enrichment rather than a factor of division and conflict. A cohesive society is one which has developed satisfactory ways of coping with these and other strains in an open and democratic manner.
To manage diversity in a way which releases its potential for good is, however, a challenge. It involves fighting racial, ethnic, religious, gender and other forms of discrimination; and it requires active policies to integrate migrants and all kinds of minorities and groups with particular needs into mainstream society on the basis of respect for their difference and full recognition of their rights.
An important part of social cohesion is to find an adequate balance between the responsibility of the individual and the solidarity of society. Without solidarity the individual will not be ready to adapt to the structural changes brought about by a more and more rapidly changing economy and social structure. The challenge is to develop a greater sense of interdependence, of mutual responsibility and belonging, between the diverse individuals and groups who make up modern European societies.
PUTTING THE COUNCIL OF EUROPE'S SOCIAL COHESION STRATEGY INTO PRACTICE: AN OVERVIEW OF CURRENT ACTIVITIES
As its 45 member States now cover practically the whole of geographical Europe, the Council of Europe has a special and distinctive role in promoting social cohesion across the whole continent.
Building and maintaining social cohesion in Europe is, first and foremost, the duty and responsibility of each Member State. The role of the Council of Europe is to inspire and support their efforts by means of its standard-setting instruments, its intergovernmental cooperation machinery and targeted activities designed to assist individual States or group of States in putting Council of Europe standards and recommendations into practice.
Council of Europe's bodies involved in implementing the social cohesion strategy.
Recognizing that social cohesion can only be built by means of integrated measures involving many partners, the CDCS has worked closely with other Council of Europe bodies such as the Parliamentary Assembly, the Congress of Regional and Local Authorities of Europe, other intergovernmental committees, the organs of the European Social Charter and non-governmental organizations with [participatory] status. Moreover, good working relations have been developed with other international bodies working in related fields. In particular, some work has been pursued as part of Joint Programmes with the European Commission, and the ILO is closely associated with the work on social security. As an international financial institution working for social development, the Council of Europe Development Bank plays a major part in giving practical effect to the strategy for social cohesion.
Integrating policy fields: employment, social protection, housing, health and education.
In launching a social cohesion strategy, the Council of Europe has decided to integrate its work in a number of fields which were formerly separate, namely social security, social policy and employment. Work on social cohesion is therefore based on a multidisciplinary approach. Just as governments have in many cases found it necessary to set up special taskforces to bring together the contributions of several different departments whose work has a bearing on social problems, so now at the level of the Council of Europe it is for the European Committee on Social Cohesion and the Directorate-General for Social Cohesion to integrate the work across a broad field.
A social cohesion strategy involves action to combat poverty and social exclusion, particularly in areas such as housing, health, employment and income distribution, training, education and social services.
Through its activities the Council of Europe seeks to help member States tackle the following challenges:
how to make economic and social rights more effective and enable people to claim their rights through appropriate procedures, promoting access to social rights within the universal spirit of the Council of Europe's many conventions and recommendations, particularly in the fields of employment, education, health, social protection and housing; -how to reduce unacceptably high levels of unemployment in a globalizing economic system and to promote access to employment with appropriate economic policies and measures to support employment; -how to improve the standard of services to the public and ensure that all members of society have effective access to them; -how to achieve and maintain a high level of social protection at a time when many pressures make it necessary to look afresh at traditional concepts; -how to respond to the needs of an ageing population, including the need to finance pension systems and to establish inter-generational solidarity; -how to create a new sense of social solidarity and mutual responsibility in a society characterized by the pursuit of individual fulfillment; -how to respond to changing patterns of family life and their effects on children, for example the need to reconcile family and working life; -how to develop policies for the protection and participation of children and youth in society; -how to integrate migrants into society and combat effectively all forms of racism and discrimination; -how to make growing ethnic and cultural diversity a source of strength in a globalizing world.
Activities are of four types: (1996) 11 protect quite a broad range of social rights encompassing labor rights such as the right to work and the right to just conditions of work as well as social security rights strictly speaking. In addition to that, the Charter provides for the right to social and medical assistance and the right to benefit from social services as well as for the protection of certain disadvantaged groups. The revised Social Charter reinforces this by introducing several new rights. The right to protection against poverty and social exclusion and the prohibition of discrimination on the ground of sex are especially important. The Charter's supervisory machinery plays a decisive role in the implementation of the rights. Based on the examination of national reports, it allows a regular and systematic legal appraisal of the observance of States' undertakings. By now, all the 45 member countries of the Council of Europe have either signed or ratified the European Social Charter or the European Social Charter (Revised). This means that both relatively prosperous countries and countries in difficult economic situations adhere to these common standards (for a complete list of signatures and ratifications see Appendix I).
The proclamation of these rights is very important. But still it is only one step in a process. Rights have to be formulated in a way that is concrete enough to serve as an operational basis. That is especially true for the right to social security. For these reasons, the Council of Europe not only advocates access to social protection but minimum standards of social protection for all, (in their various forms of health-care, old-age pension schemes, unemployment benefits, sickness and work injury schemes, maternity insurance, child benefits and so on) as the foundation of a society free from extreme poverty and inequality.
Setting standards is a prerequisite for the fulfillment of rights in the social field. Therefore the Council of Europe guarantees rights on the one hand and sets standards on the other hand. The European Code of Social Security and its Protocol (1964) , and the revised Code of Social Security (1990) 12 , guarantee a minimum level of protection in the nine traditional branches of social security. They prescribe a certain level of protection, specify the risks and the benefits to be provided. The control procedure is also based on national reports 13 .
Minimum standards promote social stability, ensuring a less fragmented society, with lower levels of social conflict and smaller social disparities. These instruments help the vulnerable sectors of society to manage or mitigate social risks derived from economic instability, avoiding huge income gaps between social groups. Minimum social standards improve productivity. When people are well protected, they don't have to live in fear and insecurity -and their long-term productivity and job continuity greatly benefits from their situation, providing them with steady income. (1977) is concerned with the legal situation of migrant workers in general, in particular recruitment, occupational tests, residence permits, work permits etc, but social security and social and medical assistance are included as well.
To this end, a big effort is under way at the Council of Europe to prepare for the ratification of the European Code of Social Security by the newer member States. It is likely that several countries of Central and Eastern Europe will ratify the Code in the next few years. In other countries where ratification seems a more distant prospect, the emphasis has been on trying to ensure that reforms of social security are compatible with ratification at some time in the future. The CDCS collects comparative information on social security systems and serves as a forum for debate on current issues and challenges in this field. This is done through the work of the Committee of Experts on Standard-Setting Instruments in the Field of Social Security (CS-CO) and through the MISSCEO information system, which has been greatly improved and coordinated with the MISSOC network of the European Union.
(B) Policy development: promoting access to social rights. However strong the legal protection of rights, it is never a simple matter to ensure that all members of society, especially those in the weakest position, in reality benefit from their rights. It is one thing to legislate for social rights, but it is quite another to guarantee that all members of the population, including those most in need of protection, effectively benefit from their rights. Paradoxically, those who most need the protection of their rights are often least well equipped to claim them. This is why legal protection of rights has to be accompanied by determined social policy measures to ensure that everyone in practice has access to their rights. This is why, The Council of Europe considers that access to social rights must be based on the following principles: -equality of rights for all, without discrimination; -availability of quality services for all; -giving special attention to the needs of the vulnerable members of society; -avoiding stigmatization of those with special needs; -maintenance of equitable and sustainable social protection policies; -participation of users.
The larger part of the work carried out under the responsibility of the CDCS aims at allowing governments to exchange and compare experience on the design and implementation of social policies with a view to identifying best practice. We are working with some of the least prosperous of our member States to see how they can open up access to social rights and so help to cope with the widespread poverty. Such work, carried out through committees of experts and seminars, typically results in the adoption of reports, handbooks and guidelines.
A major programme of work on access to social rights has led to the adoption of policy guidelines on access to social protection, access to employment and access to housing; a comprehensive Report on access to social rights and a Recommendation of the Committee of Ministers.
From time to time, draft recommendations will be prepared as a way of giving enhanced political weight to the results of this work. In addition to intergovernmental activities, an extensive programme of bilateral activities has been developed, essentially for transition countries, in order to provide advice and assistance in applying the social cohesion strategy of the Council of Europe in the particular circumstances of individual member States or sub-regional groups of States.
In connection with the Stability Pact Initiative for Social Cohesion, an extensive cooperation programme has been developed with the countries of South-East Europe. Numerous activities have been implemented in the Russian Federation, Ukraine, and the South Caucasus region. Emphasis has been placed on access to social rights (especially employment and social protection), children in care and vagrant children, and dependent elderly people.
The Council of Europe's rights-based approach implies a particular commitment to making a reality of the rights and needs of those individuals and groups in society which are at particular risk of becoming vulnerable: -children as laid down in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the European Convention on the Exercise of Children's Rights; -young people in general, who must play an essential part in any vision of social cohesion which is concerned for the welfare of future generations from the point of view of sustainable development; -families in precarious life-situations; -migrants and ethnic minorities, whose needs are often neglected; -people with disabilities, whose specific needs must be fully integrated into the pursuit of the welfare of all; -elderly people, especially those who are living alone or who no longer have the support of a family.
Fore example, a Programme for Children was successfully completed and led on to the creation of a new body, the Forum for Children and Families. The Forum brings together a very wide range of actors in this field in order to examine such topics as child labor, corporal punishment of children and the role of ombudsmen for children. A two-year programme of work, concentrating on child day-care, children at risk or in care, and children, democracy and participation has just been completed. The work on children and families will continue with a new project on Helping families to support children in realizing their full potential in order to participate fully in society. The emphasis of this project will be on preparing children to take their place as active and responsible citizens capable of contributing to social cohesion in the future. Likewise, the needs of elderly persons will be the focus of specific activities. The CDCS will also be looking to examine the broader implications of ageing for sustainable social development in European societies. This will raise issues in many fields, such as employment, social protection and social services.
Guaranteeing Concrete Access to Social Rights: Removing the Barriers. Although the arguments for social rights and minimum standards are as strong if not stronger than ever, there is compelling evidence, from our work on access to social rights that formal entitlement to a social right is no guarantee that a right will or can be realized in practice. What is needed is concrete access to social rights for all individuals. This is why the Council of Europe has recently carried out a comprehensive study on the administrative, legal and psychological barriers which prevent in practice access to social rights and the necessary policies to be implemented in order to remove them. The Council of Europe report on "Access to Social Rights in Europe" has encountered widespread success among our member countries and has been translated as of today in 17 European languages.
Among the Barriers identified by the report which prevent concrete Access to Social Rights, the Most Important are: The legal framework. The legal framework and the structure and form of provision whereby the social right is legally codified and organized are crucial. The kinds of obstacles that arise here have the effect not just of creating difficulties for the realization of rights but of actually excluding some people. Inadequate resources. The resources necessary to service providers for the realization of social rights include financial resources as well as human resources and personal capacities. Poor information and communication. People continue to be underinformed about their entitlements, that lack of information may lead to loss of or delay in benefits and that the views of rights holders do not sufficiently inform service provision. Psychological and socio-cultural obstacles. Among service providers, they are caused by such factors as negative attitudes to or stigmatization of beneficiaries and the failure, on the part of officials and others, to appreciate that applicants or potential applicants may subscribe to a particular sub-culture that is different to mainstream culture. Failure to give due attention to the particular situation and needs of vulnerable groups and specific regions.
Despite these obstacles, most of the architecture necessary for the achievement of social rights is already in place in Europe. While there are some gaps, problems where they exist derive in many cases from shortcomings in the operation or functioning of existing provision or the specification of rights. This is why the Council of Europe is proposing this set of guidelines for the purpose of eliminating barriers to social rights. Some key recommendations and policies include: The personalized approach: each client of the employment and social services should be treated as an individual in need of an integrated package of benefits, training and other forms of assistance tailormade to their particular needs. The "activation" approach: people should be given the help and encouragement they need in order to build a new future for themselves in which they will become active subjects of their own lives rather than passive recipients of benefits and services. A revolution in communication: public agencies must find much more innovative ways of informing people about their rights, listening to their ideas and proposals and helping them to navigate through the labyrinths of bureaucracy. This should be seen as a fundamental duty of the public services in a democracy and it is therefore entirely natural that this conference is supported by our Integrated Project Making democratic institutions work. The partnership approach: government bodies cannot achieve their objectives by working in isolation. If they are to be effective in fighting poverty and social exclusion, the various public agencies must work together with one another and with the social partners, nongovernmental organizations and private sector providers.
(C)
Project development: The role of the Council of Europe Development Bank. Our instrument for providing financial resources for fostering social cohesion in Europe is the Council of Europe Development Bank. Created in the mid-'50s as a source of long-term financing to support the effort of Member States to solve problems relating to migration and resettlement of displaced populations, the Council of Europe Development Bank evolved in the late '90s into a multilateral financial institution with an exclusively social mandate, the only International Financial Institution with an exclusive focus on social cohesion and one of the largest providers of loans for social development projects throughout Europe. The Bank operates in 35 Member States, both Western and Eastern European states, covering a wide range of situations and providing a value added in different ways. It invests around 1.6 billion euros every year for about 35 projects in 28 countries of operation. The idea of a social Bank originates from our experience that any strategy for promoting greater European integration, which merely focuses on legal and political dialogue, is incomplete and that advocating social change and expansion of social rights without caring about the resources needed to enforce them is a false promise. The Bank is a "social bank" in that it provides finance for basic social infrastructures in fields that are the building blocks of social cohesion: job creation in Small and medium-sized business enterprises in disadvantaged regions, social housing, education and health care, protection of the environment, rural modernization and lastly, protection of the historical heritage. Moreover, the Bank is a "social bank" because it devotes all its financing efforts for the benefit of the most vulnerable populations (low-income families, migrants, refugees, ethnic minorities, and victims of natural disasters), mitigating risks of income gaps vis-à-vis the rest of the population. Based on a "positive definition" of social cohesion, 
CONCLUSIONS
The acceptance by society and the State that people have, on an equal basis, social rights to good quality employment, income support, health care, education and training, housing, access to cultural pursuits, and that society, mainly through the State, is responsible for honouring these rights, is one of the main foundations of a socially cohesive society. This acceptance, however, needs to be constantly promoted particularly at times of economic difficulties and great change. The best way to achieve the aim of social cohesion is through open and democratic means. This requires having structures in place that facilitate open, democratic and participative methods. It is here that civil and political rights are crucial. Social rights, of course, are equally essential for a democracy to function, as they enable people to participate in the democratic process and help to create a more equal, supportive and open society in which democracy can flourish.
All societies have divisions and potential divisions. Divisions in European societies include divisions between the rich and the poor, ethnic and cultural divisions, and imbalances between different regions and between different parts of Europe. Social cohesion means taking action to ensure that these divisions do not become excessive do not grow so as to threaten the stability of society. The best way of achieving social cohesion is by building consensus among all stakeholders at all levels, fostering participation and social responsibility among all members of society.
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